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Hyper growth or hype? 
Where and how are Technology companies 
succeeding in Asia Pacific and Japan?



2

TECHNOLOGY PRACTICE

During May and June 2017, Odgers Berndtson 
interviewed almost 40 tech-sector leaders in APJ. All 
represented multinationals with headquarters in either 
the US or Europe. The objective was to get an up-to-date 
view of the region, from the region’s most senior 
executives. In this report, we present their  
insights on:

 ■ economic outlook for the region

 ■ impact of government in each market

 ■ ease of doing business in each market

 ■ characteristics of successful companies across the region

 ■ current talent and leadership challenges

Their comments were specific and current, and yield a depth of 
insight that is unique. All spoke from years of experience and deep 
familiarity with their markets, to provide a comprehensive picture of 
the region for tech MNCs considering the next move in APJ.

THE BACKSTORY

Navigate 
between 
countries
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“The APJ region continues to be 
the world leader in growth, and 
recent data point to a pickup in 
momentum. Growth is projected 
to reach 5.5 percent in 2017 and 
5.4 percent in 2018.”

In the IT sector, it is estimated 
that this growth will be even 
more spectacular:

“The IT market globally is 
growing at 3–4% CAGR. In APJ, 
it’s growing at 13% CAGR.”

However, there are headwinds in 
certain markets that need to be 
understood before large-scale 
investment decisions are made 
by European- or US-
headquartered technology 
companies. An ageing 
population, increasingly 
interventionist (and in some 
cases protectionist) government 
policies, slowing Chinese demand 
and slowing productivity are all 
challenges most companies are 
grappling with.

In addition, treating APJ as a 
unified region with common 
characteristics can be 
dangerous. The region contains 
over half the world’s population, 
but the language, cultural and 
social/economic differences in 
the various countries are as vast 
as anywhere in the world.

“I often think that the only 
reason we have a region called 
APJ is that it’s convenient for my 
boss to have one person to call.”

“There is very little which brings 
the region together as a single 
market. The cultures, languages, 
political and economic 
environments are all very 
different.”

THE BIG PICTURE

GROUPING COUNTRIES 
APPROPRIATELY
To make the region easier to 
manage, companies segment 
the market into groups.

“We break APJ into ‘mature’ and 
‘emerging’ markets … and take 
very different approaches to 
each.”

“In ‘emerging’ markets, a dual-
enterprise and SMB strategy 
seems to work well. 
Unsurprisingly, the ‘mature’ 
markets are always more 
competitive.”

“There seems to be a growing 
trend to bundle countries 
together in the region based on 
their maturity. We find it is easier 
to group countries together in a 
way which enables the country 
leaders to learn from one 
another. This is more effective 
than groupings based on 
geographical proximity.”

There was clear consensus that 
treating all markets as similar, in 
terms of how to enter and then 
expand a business’s solutions, 
was the quickest way to fail:

“While APJ would typically be 
the fastest growing region, it is 
important to build a platform 
that will continue to scale in each 
market. Many companies have 
failed to plan and see past a 
two- to three-year timeframe. 
This has caused a much longer 
time to profitability and, in some 
cases, the need to withdraw 
completely from certain 
markets.”

Despite the differences, there 
are basic trends and guidelines 
for tech MNCs in APJ that apply 
broadly:

THE BASICS

 ■ Work out how to be 
relevant to each 
government’s agenda. It 
usually involves a form of 
transformation which 
technology can help 
accelerate.

 ■ Build a strong partner 
alliance.

 ■ As markets mature, build 
sector expertise – starting 
with the public sector.

 ■ Maturity levels are reached 
when 15–18% of your 
company’s global revenues 
come from APJ – although 
the region should still be 
yielding growth quicker 
than any other region in 
the world.

Let’s look at what regional 
leaders say about each market.

APJ continues to power ahead as the world’s fastest growing region for technology 
companies. According to the IMF report on the regional economic outlook in May 2017
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It is clear that the Indian government under Modi’s leadership is having a profound and 
rapid impact on business conditions. Government reforms are designed to set up a 
platform for growth, driven by greater transparency, more accountability and reduced 
scope for corruption, in both the private and public sector. 

“The government is driving 
change that could truly 
transform its standing in global 
business affairs.”

“In India, it’s important to be 
relevant to the big projects and 
initiatives being driven by Modi’s 
government reforms.”

“We are more aligned with 
government in India than in any 
other market. Modi’s government 
understands how important 
digital transformation is more 
than any other government in 
the region.”

“We need to focus more on 
being relevant to government in 
India to achieve our 45% growth 
goals there.”

“There is a dramatic change in 
the economy being driven by 
government around increasing 
transparency of financial 
transactions.”

Technology companies that do 
well in India are not determined 
by their size, longevity or level of 
innovation. Being relevant to 
government reforms is what 
drives strong growth, 
particularly in the public and 
financial services sector.

INDIA
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OPTIMISM AND 
STABILITY
“India will become one of the 
most sophisticated banking 
markets in the world. They are 
moving to a cashless society 
which will make corruption far 
more difficult. All banking 
transactions will soon be 
identifiable and cross referenced 
with social security numbers. 
People don’t fully understand or 
see the potential transformation 
– and the speed at which it will 
happen. For us, being central to 
this transformation is fuelling 
huge growth for us.”

“I am very optimistic for our 
prospects in the Indian market.”

“India is currently “on steroids” 
for us – helped by a stable 
government.”

“We are expecting massive 
growth from India.”

As in all markets, not every 
company is currently prospering 
in India:

“India is a troubling market for 
us. We need to invest more. I 
need a stronger team, a stronger 
partner network.”

“India is our most exciting 
market.”

PRICE SENSITIVITY
By far the most common 
observation and frustration from 
MNCs in the technology sector 
is the way that Indian customers 
negotiate. It is an incredibly 
price-sensitive market, in which 
intellectual property is not 
always acknowledged or valued. 
However, if a company’s solution 
truly answers a need and has a 
niche, Indians will pay for it … 
eventually.

“A very price sensitive market – a 
lot of business is done through 
partners.”

“The buying cycle in India is 
unpredictable. Customers 
negotiate hard and don’t like to 
say ‘yes’ too early. They will 
typically give very limited 
transparency on timing of 
signing deals.”

“Doing business in India is tough. 
Negotiations take longer, can be 
protracted and discounts need 
to be deeper.”

“In India, customers want 
everything for free – then they 
ask for a discount!”

“Even when you finally agree on 
a price, Indians will typically start 
negotiating on other commercial 
terms such as payment 
structure, milestone billing and 
shared risk structures.”

“India is more price sensitive 
than other market, which means 
you should never lead with 
price.”

“The cost of implementation in 
India is 25% that of other 
markets. Resources are cheap 
and plentiful.”

REVERSE AUCTIONING
The market seems to favour the 
tactic of reverse auctioning 
when choosing technology 
partners:

“We have seen a rapid rise in the 
number of reverse auctions in 
India. Typically the specifications 
that accompany reverse auctions 
are low, which means there is a 
broad set of bidders who all 
meet the basic criteria. This 
makes winning the auctions even 
more difficult.”

“The reverse auction approach is 
a problem – particularly for 
systems integrators, who are 
more squeezed than most.”

WORKING THE SYSTEM
As can be expected, companies 
have adapted, and learned ways 
to ‘work the system’ when 
negotiating in India:

“If Indians aren’t happy with 
commercials, they’ll cancel the 
entire project, then re-open 
negotiations again in 12 months’ 
time.”

“The only way to win in India is 
to sell some solutions as a loss 
leader with a view to using them 
as a platform to cross sell other 
high-value products and 
solutions.”

“In some ways, if you can be 
successful and profitable in 
India, it’s a good sign you will 
prosper in other APJ markets, 
where there is a greater 
willingness to recognise and pay 
for value.”

“Around 60% of times we walk 
away from a deal because of 
price, customer will come back 
to re-negotiate within 12 
months.”
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KNOW THE NUANCES
Ethics is still an issue.

Corruption, as defined by most 
US- or European-headquartered 
technology companies, is still a 
big issue in India. A strong 
governance and compliance 
framework is essential. Some 
companies limit the amount of 
business they execute through 
channel partners, as this can be 
a particularly troublesome area 
for corruption.

“Doing business in India can still 
often come with ethical 
challenges. If navigated carefully, 
and with integrity, there is huge 
potential for success.”

“While the economy and market 
conditions are more favourable 
than in China, there is a lot of 
time wasting involved in doing 
business in India. It’s also a 
market with ongoing corruption 
in business and can be ethically 
challenging.”

“Ethics and corruption are still 
issues, more so in the public than 
private sector. Reverse auctions 
at least cut out middlemen, 
which serves to reduce 
corruption on those deals.”

“Ethics are still a challenge, 
particularly when selling through 
channel partners. Careful 
governance and compliance 
measures are needed.”

UNDERSTAND THE 
BUSINESS CULTURE.
A very large, highly educated, 
cheap workforce is one of the 
strongest drawcards for India:

“It’s important to let Indians 
negotiate with Indians. Flying in 
senior execs to “close the deal” 
will not work.”

“There is full respect for 
intellectual property in India.”

“Reference selling is very 
powerful in India, particularly in 
innovation-led projects.”

“The move to cloud is 
accelerating all the time. Last six 
months especially true.”

“Indian companies seem to 
embrace cloud computing, with 
the exception of financial 
services and the public sector, 
which insist on data centres 
being located in India.”

“Business cases based on 
historic cost in India generally 
get rejected, especially in the 
public sector. Instead, focus on 
customer experience and 
engagement and business cases 
will have a far higher chance of 
being approved.”
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GREATER CHINA AND TAIWAN

For the vast majority, Hong Kong and Taiwan are still separate and very different 
markets from China. But there are early signs of change.

CHINA – STILL NOT 
FULLY UNDERSTOOD
There are very few MNCs who 
view China as an easy market. 

Those who are experiencing 
growth in China focus on 
protecting data or preventing it 
from leaving China – or they 
provide open-source solutions, 
where suspicion and the 
perceived threat of overseas 
developed software is not a 
factor.

The biggest barrier to doing 
business in China is the 
interventionist and protectionist 
nature of government, 
particularly towards domestic 
and State-owned enterprises.

“We have concerns that our IP 
will be stolen in China, so we do 
not have current plans to enter 
the market.”

“We have chosen not to sell in 
China. Instead we sell to MNCs 
outside China who have large 
operations there, and they roll 
out our solutions as part of their 
regional/global strategy.”

“We’re not even targeting the 
public sector in China – it’s too 
hard. There are other priorities, 
both in China and across the 
region.”

“The government has definitely 
made it hard for us to do 
business there, as a US-
headquartered company. As a 
result, I have support from the 
CEO to invest in markets other 
than China.”

“If China can provide the 
technology themselves, they will. 
We only do business in HK, as 
Chinese companies are not 
interested in US-headquartered 
companies disrupting other 
US-headquartered companies.”

“If Chinese companies can do 
what you do cheaper, they will. 
For example, we don’t 
manufacture any hardware there 
anymore. As a matter of fact, we 
don’t sell much hardware there 
anymore either!” 

“China is too difficult a market to 
consider if you are a relatively 
young, cloud-only vendor.”
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TOO BIG TO IGNORE?
Yet China attracts as much as it 
repels. It is a market too big to 
ignore and is seen by most as a 
huge opportunity; yet its size, 
complexity and insular nature 
mean that company leaders are 
nervous about committing and 
over-investing. 

“We still haven’t worked out our 
best strategy for China, although 
we have more traction with 
MNCs operating there than we 
do with Chinese companies.”

“The fact that there is such 
strong government 
‘encouragement’ to prioritise 
doing business with other 
Chinese companies means you 
have to choose your partners 
carefully. For example, our 
partnership with Huawei has 
helped us be successful.”

“I see positive change in China, 
but it will be a long, slow burn 
for us.”

“For us, China has recently been 
taken out of the APJ region for 
reporting and structural 
purposes. It’s such an important 
market that it needs a single 
focus.”

“China will always try and 
replicate what you do, build it 
faster and cheaper. Even if you 
have great software, China will 
try and build it or copy 
themselves.”

“For 20 years we have been 
saying that China is our biggest 
opportunity in APJ. It still is!”

Corruption still exists in some 
areas:

“We have implemented lots of 
checks and balances within our 
Chinese business to make sure 
that ethics and compliance are 
up to our global standards.”

POCKETS OF SUCCESS 
High growth for MNCs does 
exist in China. Some technology 
companies are doing well by 
adapting their strategy to suit 
market realities:

“Our business stalled in China, as 
we found that we were over 
reliant on doing business with 
the government – something 
that is becoming harder and 
harder. Once we started focusing 
on the private sector, and 
making sure that what we 
offered couldn’t be done by 
Chinese firms, our business 
turned around and growth 
picked up.”

“As you enter and expand in 
China, it’s more important to 
focus on profitability than on 
revenue growth.”

“In China, we are relevant to their 
policies on data security. We’re 
also trusted, as we’re open 
source. Finally, by partnering 
with the largest local tech 
partners (Alibaba, Huawei, etc.) 
we have gained access to 
customers in all sectors, 
including the public sector.”

“Lots of MNCs have a ‘loss 
leader’ approach to pricing and 
market entry for China.”

“For us, China is the same size as 
our A/NZ business, and both are 
growing at 30% to 50% a year.”

Cloud adoption in China is slow, 
with datacentres needing to be 
built in-country to have any 
chance of success.

“China is the slowest of all the 
markets in the region to move to 
cloud.”
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HONG KONG AND CHINA 
– MIXED VIEWS ON 
SEPARATING
Some companies view Hong 
Kong as a completely 
standalone market, likening the 
business culture and conditions 
to those in Singapore or other 
ASEAN countries. 

“HK should be treated separately 
from China. There are different 
rules, different business models. 
It resembles the ASEAN markets 
in many ways.”

Some leaders, however, point 
out Hong Kong’s close links to 
China, which are impacting on 
the business activities that 
prosper most. 

“We have seen a downturn in 
some parts of our HK business, 
particularly where there are 
stronger links to China. In sectors 
such as professional services, 
retail and transport, where there 
is less of a Chinese influence, 
business is still strong.”

“HK is becoming more like China 
every day. Many people expect 
HK and Shenzhen to merge into 
a mega city.”

“We can’t afford not to be in 
China from a brand and global 
potential perspective, but it’s not 
a huge market for us.”

TAIWAN NOT A PRIORITY
The Taiwanese market was not a 
market of high investment for 
the companies we spoke to. 
While it was acknowledged that 
the culture, economy and 
business environment are all 
very different to China, Taiwan is 
still not developed or large 
enough to warrant priority 
investment over other markets.

“Taiwan can and should be 
separated from your China 
strategy. But it will never be a 
big market. They are currently 
too isolated and insular to be an 
attractive market most MNCs.”
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SOUTH KOREA

CHAEBOLS STILL KEY TO SUCCESS – BUT FOR HOW LONG?

High expectations, price sensitivity, political instability and the slow adoption of public 
cloud make South Korea a challenging market for most. The large conglomerates, 
known collectively as the chaebols, still account for over 80% of the country’s GDP, and 
success in this segment is the most important criteria for continued growth in South 
Korea.

“To be credible and do business 
at the right level with the 
chaebols, you need experienced 
and seasoned leaders.”

“If your South Korean team buys 
into the direction and mission of 
your company, they’re more 
likely to perform. Koreans are 
less excited about the company 
they work for or report to, and 
more about the mission, or the 
difference they’re making in their 
local market.”

‘The economy doesn’t seem to 
be affected by the political 
unrest, but it’s still slow to adopt 
new technologies.’

The general sentiment is to 
proceed with caution. 
Corruption and pricing issues 
remain a challenge:

“Corruption is still prevalent, 
although we’re starting to see 
change with high-profile 
business and government figures 
jailed.”

“South Korea is a challenging 
market that has had its day. 
Political uncertainty, price 
sensitivity and corruption mean 
it’s difficult to justify investing in 
this market.”

“It’s very difficult to pass price 
increases to channel partners in 
South Korea. Partners simply 
won’t accept the price rises.”

“Customers expect very low 
prices and high discounting.”

“The cost of market entry 
prohibits us from thinking about 
South Korea for now. The rest of 
the region presents a more 
attractive proposition for us.”

Some get it right though:

“We are enjoying record growth 
in Korea – mainly due to working 
well with the chaebols.”
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EARLY SIGNS OF 
POSITIVE CHANGE
There are signs of improvement 
in South Korea. The new 
government seems to be 
committed to the economy 
outside of the chaebols, and 
corruption is less tolerated, with 
the ex-Prime Minister and 
several high-profile business 
leaders now in jail. 

“For the market outside of 
chaebols and government, 
partners are key.”

“As soon as we built and 
launched datacentres in South 
Korea, our business accelerated. 
It is now one of the fastest-
growing markets that we operate 
in across the APJ region.”

“Private cloud is becoming more 
prevalent in South Korea. Public 
cloud less so.”

“Korean customers want the 
‘best of the best’. If you can pass 
the benchmark test in South 
Korea, you can pass it anywhere 
in the world.”

“South Korea is the only market 
for us where there is no mid-
market. It’s chaebols or public 
sector, nothing else. However, 
the new government seems to 
be less pro-chaebol, so it will be 
very interesting to see how this 
changes the business 
environment.”

“South Korea was very excited 
when we recently opened an 
office there. We had 45 articles 
written about us in the local 
press.”
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JAPAN

A HUGE MARKET – WITH SLOW GROWTH

Japan has a reputation for being ‘different’. It is a unique cultural environment where 
experience, relationships, trust and loyalty are critical, particularly at senior leadership 
levels. Hierarchy is respected, risks are rarely taken and as a result, early adoption and 
innovation in comparison to other markets is slow. The economy, while well managed, 
has been flat for over twenty years.

“It is very easy to forecast in 
Japan. I find it is always within a 1 
to 2% accuracy rate.”

“The economy in Japan is never 
really good, but never really bad. 
Decision making is lengthy.”

The Japanese are risk averse 
and product loyal. They place a 
high premium on service, 
customer care, relationships and 
hierarchy – which means that 
things move slowly, yet steadily.

“Our customer base is very loyal 
in Japan. Customers don’t 
change vendors often.”

“There are high expectations of 
customer service from 
customers.”

“Decisions are made by 
collaboration, which often means 
by committee.”

WORK WITH PARTNERS
To ensure growth and build 
customer confidence, partnering 
is critical. Successful MNCs build 
on hard-won relationships:

“Partnering with NTT, Fujitsu, 
Mitsubishi and Hitachi is very 
important in Japan. They will be 
your SIs for the large projects.”

“Working with large local 
partners such as NTT is 
important. We would be 
nowhere without our partners.”

BE PATIENT
Be patient and prepared for 
slow progress, particularly as 
local companies are slow to 
adopt innovation:

“It’s difficult to force a quarterly 
cadence amongst our Japanese 
customers. Relationships and 
trust are paramount there and 
customers can’t be seen to be 
making decisions based on our 
timeframes.”

“Japan is still a very profitable 
market for us as our legacy 
business is still so strong. The 
move to the cloud there is slower 
than in other markets. Similarly, 
digital transformation is painfully 
slow there.”

“Japan has the lowest cloud 
adoption of all APJ markets.  
Yet it is the second-largest 
software market in the world, 
after the US.”

“Turnover of staff in Japan is 
lower than any other market.”

“Working with Japanese 
partners is important, although 
they haven’t moved away from 
the “customer is always right” 
view. This means many projects 
run at a loss. They would rather 
run at a loss than go back on 
their word if they got the 
commercials wrong upfront, or if 
there has been scope creep.”

CAN YOU AFFORD NOT 
TO BE IN JAPAN?
The maturity and size of the 
Japanese market means that 
most companies feel they 
cannot afford to ignore it. 

“Japan is our second-largest 
market, but growing quickly. It 
will surpass A/NZ soon as the 
largest market in the region.”

“Market entry costs were very 
high for us in Japan. However, 
we took a medium-term view. 
The market potential is for Japan 
to be five times the size of A/NZ 
for us. Localisation is the biggest 
key to success there.”

“While the cost of market entry 
into Japan was high, it was too 
big a market for us to ignore, 
and not to invest in properly. The 
return on investment has more 
than justified this decision.”

“Japan a very profitable market. 
Customers don’t negotiate very 
hard and discounting is typically 
lower.”

“The Japanese economy seems 
to have more momentum now 
than in the last 30 years – 
Olympics is helping.”
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NOTICEABLE SHIFTS IN 
JAPAN
“Increased governance within 
large corporates is levelling the 
playing field and making it easier 
to succeed.”

“Multi-cloud environments are 
now common in Japan, with 
most companies using multiple 
cloud providers.”

“Japanese headquartered 
companies are beginning to 
make global decisions, rather 
than letting the overseas division 
make autonomous decisions with 
regards to the IT roadmap.”

“As a pure play-cloud business, 
we have traditionally struggled 
with Japan. This has changed in 
the last three years, when Japan 
has become increasingly ‘open 
for business’.”

“The myth that everything is so 
“different” in Japan is being 
busted. New leadership is 
breaking the traditional barriers 
for MNCs to do business.”

THERE IS A SEISMIC 
CHANGE IN LEADERSHIP 
DYNAMICS
Perhaps the biggest and most 
impactful change amongst tech 
companies in Japan is how they 
are building their leadership 
teams, starting with the country 
Managing Director. A younger 
breed of leaders is accepted and 
even welcomed by a workforce 
made up increasingly of 
millennials. In many cases, this is 
having a profound impact on 
business performance.

“Our new leader in Japan is in his 
40s, which is younger than many 
country MDs. We’ve found that 
he really promotes and 
embraces the global aspects of 
the company. He collaborates 
well with colleagues outside of 
Japan and his English proficiency 
is excellent. In 18 months, Japan 
has been transformed under his 
leadership. It’s the best decision 
we’ve made.”

“We have seen our business 
completely turn around since we 
hired a younger leader in Japan. 
There are several differences. He 
embraces global learning and 
best practice, is fluent in English 
and, surprisingly, the younger 
millennials seem happy to work 
in a more relaxed, less 
hierarchical environment.”

“Younger leaders are more 
accepted – particularly at well-
known MNCs. If the brand is less 
well known, the stereotypical 
sixty-plus-year old with strong 
networks is still important as a 
way of generating interest and 
new business.”
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SINGAPORE

ARE THE HIGH GROWTH YEARS GONE FOREVER?

With a decline in some industries that are key to Singapore (oil, gas and manufacturing) 
and government policies that are less accommodating to ex-pats than at any time in 
the last 30 years, companies are struggling to achieve the growth levels they previously 
enjoyed.

“Singapore is dramatically 
slowing as an economy and as a 
market for us.”

“The Singapore economy still 
has incredibly strong links to 
China. The slowdown in China 
has definitely had an impact in 
Singapore.”

“The technological advancement 
of Singaporean companies is not 
spectacular.”

“Employment regulations mean 
we are moving many jobs to 
Malaysia – particularly the lower 
paid jobs.”

“The Singaporean government 
seems to create barriers to doing 
business. For example, they 
insist we have data centres built 
and located locally in Singapore, 
then choose not to use them.”

“The Singaporean economy is 
tough. It still constitutes over 
40% of ASEAN revenues, but 
unless you are relevant to the 
government (‘be safe, be smart’) 
you will struggle to grow quickly 
in Singapore.”

“In Singapore, the CIO is not 
expected to innovate. You get 
fired if you make a mistake, 
therefore CIOs are more 
conservative.”

“The government is making it 
harder for people to be granted 
permanent residency. They’re 
also becoming stricter on 
companies to hire the 
appropriate number of 
Singaporeans. Add to this the 
already transient nature of much 
of the workforce, and it becomes 
harder and harder to hire great 
teams.”

“Ex-pat packages are now 
extremely rare in Singapore. 
While the cost of living has come 
down in certain areas, notably 
rental prices for property, the 
cost of living remains high.”

“Over the last three years we 
have seen the number of ex-pats 
granted permanent residency fall 
from 86,000 to 46,000 to 
14,000.”

RELEVANCE TO 
GOVERNMENT IS KEY
One thing that has not changed 
is the Singaporean government’s 
determination to make 
Singapore a city that the rest of 
the world aspires to. If a 
company’s solutions are relevant 
to the government’s ‘be safe’ or 
‘smarter city’ agendas, then 
Singapore can still be a high-
growth market.

“We are struggling in Singapore 
– mainly because the 
government has decided to go 
with our competitors. If you are 
not relevant to the government 
in Singapore, you will struggle to 
be successful.”

“The Singaporean government is 
incredibly business friendly. They 
are determined to lead the world 
in what they do, and digital 
transformation is at the heart of 
their strategy. In fact, the 
Singaporean government comes 
up with more ideas on how to 
use our solutions to drive results 
and innovation than we do! No 
other place in the world does 
that.”

“Singapore runs like a Swiss 
watch. The government there 
provides a strong platform which 
makes it easy for businesses to 
succeed.”
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REST OF ASEAN

ASEAN – A COLLECTION 
OF EMERGING, 
INDIVIDUAL MARKETS
With the possible exception of 
Malaysia, tech MNC leaders see 
a lot of potential in ASEAN 
countries. Philippines, Indonesia 
and Thailand seem to be the 
fastest growers.

“The ASEAN region is the most 
difficult to provide accurate 
forecasting for. Growth is high, 
but off a low base.”

PHILIPPINES
“We find Philippines is a very 
connected market. If you do well 
(and do the right thing) with a 
couple of large clients there, 
word will get around. Referrals 
are a big part of doing business 
there.”

“Philippines – the new 
government is generating a lot 
of business confidence.”

INDONESIA
“There is no question that 
Indonesia continues to be on the 
ascent.”

THAILAND
“The political instability in 
Thailand has not had any 
noticeable impact on business. In 
fact, growth there is exceeding 
other markets.”

“The Thai market has a 
surprisingly strong financial 
services sector – and a good 
partner ecosystem, too.”

VIETNAM
“Vietnam is a market to watch 
carefully. It will position itself as 
the highly educated, low cost 
workforce of the future. There 
are lots of high-quality engineers 
in Vietnam.”

“Vietnam is finally beginning to 
boom after 20 years of false 
starts.”

Expect some surprises from the 
smaller ASEAN markets, too: 

“Laos, Cambodia, Maldives and 
Pakistan will enter “leapfrog 
mode” and catch up with other 
markets very quickly. They have 
no legacy infrastructure to move 
from, but they’re moving.”

IT’S ALL RELATIVE
Despite signs of growth, ASEAN 
countries are still considered 
emerging. High bureaucracy and 
immature infrastructure and 
business environments prevent 
this region from being a priority 
for most technology MNCs.

“It’s a challenging region, and 
there’s a lack of talent in both 
leadership and sales roles.”

“There seems to be more tactical 
and less strategic buying by 
customers in this region. 
Similarly, the partners and 
ecosystem seem to be more 
opportunistic, less likely to want 
to form a strategic partnership 
with a few vendors.”

“Indonesia does not have a 
strong or mature cloud 
infrastructure, which means 
barriers to doing business 
remain high for cloud-only 
companies.”

“Indonesia – lots of potential but 
too much bureaucracy!”

MALAYSIA STILL LAGS
Malaysia in particular is 
struggling, with the economy 
still in recession and the 
currency volatile.

“Malaysia is a bit bumpy. Of all 
the markets in APJ, it still hasn’t 
really recovered from the global 
financial crash.”
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AUSTRALIA AND NEW ZEALAND 

STILL THE MOST 
DOMINANT REGION
Australia/New Zealand 
continues to punch above its 
weight, dominating the APJ 
market in terms of revenue for 
almost every technology MNC 
we interviewed. 

Its performance is driven by the 
high-spending sectors of 
financial services and the public 
sector – coupled with a business 
culture of innovation and early 
adoption. In this respect, it is far 
more akin to the US or Europe 
than to any other APJ country. 

“A/NZ was the first market that 
we focussed on in APJ. 15 years 
on and it is still our biggest 
market in the region by a long 
way.”

“A/NZ still makes up over 60% of 
total regional revenues. It’s a 
market which keeps growing. We 
have now created a separate, 
stand-alone public sector team 
there.”

“Despite being our most mature 
market in the region, A/NZ has 
grown quicker in percentage 
terms over the last two years 
than any other country. Decision 
making is fast, the mid-market is 
firing, federal government 
spends huge amount of money 
on our solutions, and cloud 
adoption is way ahead of the 
rest of the region.”

“Even though we have been in 
the region as a whole for over 15 
years and have a team of 1 500 
in almost every market, A/NZ 
still accounts for two thirds of 
our revenue.”

“It’s our strongest market by 
revenue and productivity, due to 
the business environment being 
very open to cloud. Our 
offerings are relevant to all major 
industries and states in 
Australia.”

“Many things we do, we pilot in 
A/NZ first. Customers welcome 
the idea of being the first to 
market with solutions.”
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BUT GROWTH WILL 
HAVE TO SLOW 
SOMETIME …
“We expect growth to slow. We’ll 
over-invest in the public sector 
(State and federal) to hedge 
against a slowdown in the 
private sector. As a market, 
though, it gives us no reason to 
worry about future and 
sustained growth.”

“A/NZ has enjoyed phenomenal 
growth over the last ten to 
twelve years. While the economy 
is still strong, I’m not sure the 
growth can continue. That said, 
we’ve been saying the same 
thing for the last ten to twelve 
years!”

“A/NZ is the most competitive 
market for us – so much so that 
there are some products and 
solutions that we can sell 
elsewhere in APJ, but are not 
competitive enough for A/NZ.”

“A/NZ is still our biggest market, 
but it is being caught quickly.”

“I think A/NZ will continue to 
grow, but there has to be a 
ceiling, given size of population, 
GDP etc.”

“A/NZ is only 20% of our 
business for the region. I think 
it’s because we haven’t cracked 
the two most important sectors 
there, the public sector and 
financial services.”

IF ONLY ALL MARKETS 
WERE THIS EASY!
“Australian customers seem 
more prepared to pay a 
premium for value than any 
other market. We have less 
discounting there than in any 
other market.”

“Australian customers choose to 
pay for things we could never 
charge for in other markets – 
particularly around services.”

“A/NZ customers embrace 
innovation, love trying new 
things, have a strong willingness 
to understand value – and pay 
fully for it!”

“Australian customers pay a 
premium for a premium 
product.”

“Rent and wages are very high in 
Australia. This will dent your 
profitability, but customers seem 
prepared to pay higher prices 
there too.”

A MATURE AND 
INNOVATION-DRIVEN 
BUSINESS CULTURE 
“Australia is one to two years 
ahead of the rest of the region 
on SaaS. Most buying now 
comes from operational 
expenditure rather than capital 
expenditure.”

“The growth is being fuelled by 
the public sector and an overall 
culture of being innovation 
driven and early adopters.”

“A/NZ customers are leading the 
way with hiring data scientists. 
These teams usually sit outside 
the IT department. There is a 

view in A/NZ that if a large 
organisation doesn’t have a Chief 
Data Scientist, they won’t 
reinvent themselves. I agree with 
this.”

“Chief Data Scientists will have a 
key role in helping companies 
understand where AI and 
robotics can change companies. 
In Australia, this has already 
been embraced by many large 
companies.”

“CIOs in A/NZ have the same 
level of maturity as CIOs in the 
large companies in Europe and 
the US.”

“The culture and mentality seem 
to be very close to the high-
growth San Francisco mindset.”

SORTING THE WHEAT 
FROM THE CHAFF 
Talent in A/NZ is not as 
bountiful as many people think it 
is. Regional leaders point to a 
sense of entitlement, low loyalty, 
high wage expectations and a 
tendency to be internally 
focussed. While there are many 
people who have made careers 
out of working for (and leading) 
MNCs in the technology space, 
finding top talent, rather than 
‘career IT sales leaders’ is a 
challenge for all.

“In A/NZ talent is hard to find. 
The culture is more difficult to 
get right for us than in any other 
market. People seem to have a 
sense of entitlement and staff 
are very expensive. It’s also a 
problematic market in terms of 
forecasting accuracy. Despite all 
of this, it’s still our best 
performing market in the 
region!”
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GETTING IT RIGHT IN THE REGION

SPEND TIME ON TALENT 
The challenges of each market 
vary, but every single MNC 
leader we interviewed agreed 
that finding the right leadership 
for each country is a top priority. 
Top talent takes time to attract 
and retain. 

ADAPT TO A CHANGING 
WORKFORCE
Leaders are beginning to 
understand and embrace the 
positive impact that millennials 
can have on an organisation. 
Different ways of selling and 
engaging with customers are 
being considered – and the 
ideas and approaches of 
millennials are central to many of 
these new go-to-market models.

The ongoing and recurring 
challenge with millennials is to 
understand the attitudes and 
drivers of this generation. Many 
referred to a ‘sense of 
entitlement’ and a ‘lack of 
loyalty’. Given the time it takes 
for new starters to ‘ramp up’ to 
full productivity, many leaders 
have ongoing projects to try and 
minimise ‘time to value’ for new 
starters.

KNOW YOUR MARKET
The bigger the market, the more 
important to get hiring, 
successions and retention right.

In Japan there is a shift in the 
profile of the country managing 
director for many MNC 
technology companies. The 
younger, more globally aware 
and less hierarchical leader is 
credited with ‘turning our 
fortunes around’ in three or four 
companies’ cases.

Attracting talent can be a 
challenge in a country that 
values loyalty:

“There is a lot of loyalty to 
employers by senior executives 
in Japan. This makes it very 
difficult to attract talent. Also, 
senior leaders who work for big 
Japanese companies know that 
if they ‘cross the divide’ and take 
a senior role at an MNC, it will be 
very difficult for them to go back 
and work for a Japanese 
company.” 

Another observation on the 
Japanese workforce is that 
gender diversity is still a big 
blind spot. It is rarely considered, 
seldom valued and culturally 
difficult. There is inaccessibility 
of child care, etc.

In A/NZ, there is a different, 
more subtle challenge. Finding a 
great leader, as opposed to a 
good or average one, is not 
easy. There are many senior 
executives who understand the 
technology sector well. There 
are also a lot of returning ex-
pats with good overseas 
experience. However, confusing 
longevity with inspirational 
leadership is a mistake that is all 
too often made. Most leaders in 
A/NZ can point to a period of 
time where the organisation 
they worked for enjoyed 
tremendous success. However, 
good timing and ‘cycle of the 
market’ can often mask 
mediocre leaders.

In other markets, leaders 
commented that in South Korea, 
offering stock options can make 
a big difference in hiring 
talented leaders. 

Singapore is becoming less of a 
permanent base, with ex-pats 
finding it harder to get 
permanent residency. While the 
cost of renting has decreased, 
schooling and most other living 
costs are still extremely high.

“In Singapore, we’ve seen a shift 
in profiles of ex-pats. The cost of 
living means there are more 
young single workers, or older 
couples with kids who’ve left 
home.”

In China, there are many ex-pats 
returning home, having been 
educated in the UK, A/NZ or the 
US. These leaders are attractive 
for MNC technology companies 
who need trusted local counsel 
on the best ways to approach 
this huge market.

Trusting your leader and their 
team in countries were 
corruption still exists such as 
India, South Korea and China is 
an important consideration.

Overall, for markets outside of 
A/NZ and Singapore, there was 
a strong preference for hiring 
local leaders - due largely to the 
variety of business cultures, 
languages, and social and 
economic conditions in the APJ 
region. 
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TO CONCLUDE

Most multinational technology companies can point to 
success in one or more APJ markets. Having built enough 
momentum in both the US and Europe, companies will 
typically enter the region via A/NZ, before expanding 
into Asia via Singapore. 

However, full commitment and genuine success across the region is 
still quite rare. Off a low base, most MNCs point to the fast growth 
experienced in the region. 

There is little doubt that with the pace of change accelerating all 
the time, the APJ region remains the biggest opportunity for all 
MNC technology companies to establish roots and gain ‘first mover 
advantage’ – as IBM has in Japan, and Oracle has in India. 

To really succeed, think about the following:

 ■ The region needs very specific unique novel strategies for 
each market. The various technology companies are winning in 
different markets.

 ■ Understand and align your solutions with government policies 
and reforms. It will be the easiest and most effective way to 
accelerate your success in each market.

 ■ Take time to build a local, trusted leadership team – and 
empower them to make local decisions fit for the short, 
medium and long term. Retaining strong local leadership 
teams will be difficult; incentivise them accordingly.

 ■ Take time to build a capable and effective partner strategy, 
with a strong focus on compliance and governance.

The biggest differentiator for success in any of these areas is talent 
and leadership – leadership that is both visionary and strategic, 
attuned to local nuances yet global, great as opposed to good. 

APJ remains the region of growth, opportunity and possibility 
within the global economy, but knowing the specifics of each 
country and market can make the crucial difference for tech MNCs 
seeking long-term success in the region.
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